
Mountain Division Rail Study  Chapter 1 – History and Background 

IV – OVERVIEW OF RAILROAD ISSUES 
THAT FAVORED MOUNTAIN DIVISION 
OPERATION UNTIL 1983 
 
A. - Division of Revenue 
A freight shipment on a railroad is often 
moved across a number of different railroads 
on its journey.  However, the customer for 
that shipment pays a single bill, typically to the 
railroad that delivered the car.  That railroad is 
then responsible to pay the other railroads that 
moved the car, based on an agreed upon or 
stipulated division of the total bill for moving 
the car.   

 
Figure 1-17  Maine Central RY-2 coming 

through the Gateway at Crawford Notch – late 
1970’s 

This division of revenue is based on a 
combination of general guidelines and 
negotiation.  The general guidelines are that 
the originating carrier and the terminating 
carrier get a larger percentage of the revenue 
for the cost associated with switching the car 
in or out of the customers siding or delivery 
point.  Railroads that simply haul the car 
across their railroad; that is, the car did not 
originate or terminate on their railroad, get a 
lesser portion of the revenue.  They would be 
considered overhead or bridge carriers for that 
shipment.  The division of revenue is also 
calculated based on the length of the haul on 
each railroad compared to the total distance 
the shipment moved.  Obviously, a railroad 
will try to maximize the length of haul on their 

railroad and be adverse to interchanging the 
car to a connecting railroad which would 
result in a shorter haul. 
 
The map of the Maine Central on the previous 
page shows what seems to be a north-south 
oriented web of lines rather like a tree with its 
main trunk at Portland.  However, the Maine 
Central was actually an east-west railroad.  
There simply are no lines that cut across 
Maine east-west on the Maine Central.  Only 
the Canadian Pacific route further north 
between St. John, New Brunswick and 
Montreal does that. 
 
Consider a rail shipment going to the mid 
west from say Bangor prior to the 1983 demise 
of through service on the Mountain Division.  
That car would move towards Portland and 
from there have three choices: 
1. It could be backhauled a short distance to 

Danville Junction and interchanged to the 
Grand Trunk (now the St. Lawrence and 
Atlantic RR) for movement west.  

2. It could be interchanged at Portland 
(Rigby Yard in South Portland) to the 
Boston & Maine Railroad for movement 
south and then west across Massachusetts.  

3. It could be kept on the Maine Central’s 
Mountain Division to St. Johnsbury, 
Vermont where it could continue either 
on the Canadian Pacific north and then 
west or the St. Johnsbury and Lake 
Champlain west across the top of Vermont 
where it would most likely be 
interchanged to the Central Vermont, a 
subsidiary of Canadian National up until 
the 1980’s. 

 
Obviously, the third choice would provide the 
Maine Central the better division of revenue 
on that shipment increasing the haul from 136 
miles from Bangor to Portland to 269 miles to 
St. Johnsbury.   
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Figure 1 – 18  Maine Central train YR-1 at the 
“diamond” crossing of the Boston & Maine 
Railroad at Whitefield, New Hampshire.  B&M 
train JU-1 (White River Jct. to Berlin) is off to 
the left.  Note the ball signals to the left of the 
yellow Maine Central locomotive. 
 
B. Canadian Differential 
Over the years, it has been standard practice to 
utilize higher or lower rail shipping rates to or 
from a particular port or over a certain rail 
route as a means of equalizing the 
competitiveness of a port, a circuitous rail 
route or a region, (such as certain grain 
producing areas of western Canada far 
removed from markets).  This differential 
pricing of railroad rates existed in New 
England on the Rutland Railroad on 
shipments from Boston and southern New 
England using its route up through Vermont 
and then over the top of New York State (part 
of the original Ogdensburg and Lake 
Champlain) where they interchanged to the 
New York Central south to Syracuse, New 
York.  This was a very circuitous route 
compared to routings directly west across the 
Hudson River from New England.  Shippers 
using this longer routing were allowed a lower 
shipping cost on a portion of their total 
shipments via the circuitous routing, a 
differential rate.   
 
The Rutland was a rural railroad with only 
about half of its total carloads coming from on 
line business.  The overhead or “bridge” traffic 

derived from this differential pricing kept the 
Rutland going for many years, often 
accounting for almost half their annual 
carloads.  Shippers were willing to exchange a 
slower transit time in exchange for a lower 
rate, provided the service was reasonably 
consistent. 
 
The so-called Canadian Differential applied to 
rail traffic coming out of Maine going west 
provided it traveled over a Canadian rail line 
for some part of its journey.  From the 
Portland area, three such routings existed: 
1. The Grand Trunk from Portland to 

Montreal which lead to the Canadian 
National Railroad.7 

2. The Maine Central Mountain Division to 
St. Johnsbury, Vermont to the Canadian 
Pacific Railroad north towards Montreal 
and then west 

3. The Maine Central Mountain Division to 
St. Johnsbury, Vermont and then west on 
the St. Johnsbury and Lake Champlain 
across Vermont for interchange with the 
Central Vermont (a Canadian National 
subsidiary until it was sold in the late 
1980’s) for furtherance towards Montreal 
and then west. 

 
Most of the Canadian Differential rail traffic 
came to and from the U. S. mid west where the 
Canadian trunk line railroads had lines that 
came back into the U. S. in the Detroit area.   
 
Records of rail traffic interchanged between 
the Maine Central at St. Johnsbury to the 
Canadian Pacific versus the St. Johnsbury and 
Lamoille County clearly show that the greater 
volumes by far were via the CP north out of St. 
Johnsbury versus following the original 
Portland and Ogdensburg vision to go west 
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7 For the most part, interchange from the Maine 
Central to Grand Trunk was not at Portland, but at 
Danville Junction (in Auburn) and Yarmouth 
Junction.  
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over what became the St. Johnsbury and Lake 
Champlain.  (See data in the following 
Appendix that illustrates this). 
 
So, the answer to the second question posed 
on page 2 of this Chapter (Why did the 
Mountain Division continue to be operated as 
a through freight route until 1983?) is: 
1. The Maine Central got a better division of 

revenue using the Mountain Division 
versus interchanging with the Boston and 
Maine RR at Rigby Yard, South Portland 
due to the longer haul to the CP and St. J 
& LC at St. Johnsbury.   

2. Maine shippers enjoyed a lower rate on 
paper (westbound), grain and chemicals 
(eastbound) coming to and from the U.S, 
mid west due to the Canadian Differential. 

 
So, it was not surprising when the Maine 
Central and Boston & Maine railroads were 
combined under common ownership in 1983 
to shut down the Mountain Division.  There 
was little on-line traffic and instead of a 131 
mile haul from Portland to St. Johnsbury, the 
combined railroad would get a 270 to 292 mile 
haul from Portland to the Boston & Maine’s 
western gateways on the west side of the 
Hudson River in the Albany area.  The steep 
grades and rugged passage through the 
mountains also made the Mountain Division a 
very expensive railroad to operate and 
maintain.  The combined railroad quickly cut 
deals with the Canadian Pacific and other 
railroads to interchange traffic with them at 
other locations.   Thus, 108 years of regular 
operation on most of the Mountain Division 
came to an end.  This action also hastened the 
demise of the St. J & LC route across the top of 
Vermont, part of the original concept of the 
Portland and Ogdensburg.   

 
Figure 1 – 19  Maine Central train RY-2 

pulling upgrade though Notchland between 
Bartlett and Crawford Notch 

 

 
Figure 1 – 20  Heavy brake shoe smoke as down 
train YR-1 descends the Crawford Notch grade 

from the opposite direction of above photo. 
 
V. CURRENT SITUATION IN THE 
NORTH COUNTRY OF NEW 
HAMPSHIRE & VERMONT 
The Canadian Pacific no longer operates 
through St. Johnsbury (current operation is 
primarily local, on-line traffic provided by a 
subsidiary of the Vermont Railway – The 
Washington County Railroad).  They are 
trying to develop overhead or bridge traffic 
from Maine via a routing that comes out of 
Maine on the former east –west Canadian 
Pacific line across Maine from St John, NB 
though Mattawamkeag, Brownville Junction, 
Jackman and across Quebec.  This former CP 
line is currently operated by the Maine, 
Montreal and Atlantic Railroad west of 
Brownville Junction.  From Farnham, Quebec 
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a branch line heads south through Richford, 
Vermont and then to east to Newport and 
south to White River Junction, passing 
through St. Johnsbury.  The Washington 
County operates the line between Newport, 
Vermont and White River Jct.  From there, 
routings are available into southern New 
England and west.  This routing by-passes the 
current Pan Am Railway (formerly Guilford, 
formerly Maine Central and Boston & Maine) 
route through Portland. . 
 
The line west out of St. Johnsbury, the original 
St. Johnsbury and Lake Champlain, is now 
abandoned and likely never to see rail 
operation again. 
 
The New Hampshire Central Railroad 
currently operates out of North Stratford, New 
Hampshire over various pieces of the 
remaining Boston & Maine & Maine Central 
trackage in northern New Hampshire and 
perhaps into Vermont.  The paper mill at 
Gilman, Vermont, the largest customer on the 
Mountain Division west of Westbrook, has 
started and stopped several times lately and 
now appears to be at the end of its use as a 
paper mill.   
 
Presby Industries, a firm making plastic 
components for septic systems, has established 
itself on the east side of Whitefield, known as 
Hazens.  They have recently started to take 
delivery of cars of plastic resins from the 
railroad.  There is also a power plant that 
burns waste wood in this same area that could 
start to use waste wood imported by rail.  
There may be some additional opportunities 
in the Littleton-Whitefield-Lancaster area that 
could develop and use rail service.   
 
The state of Vermont has not decided whether 
or not to open the section of the Mountain 
Division from Gilman, west to St. Johnsbury.  
Part of that decision will likely be based on the 

status of the now closed paper mill at Gilman.  
The New Hampshire Central’s only 
connection to the rest of the railroad world is 
via the St. Lawrence & Atlantic (formerly 
Grand Trunk) at Groveton.  This is now also 
the only way for the Conway Scenic Railroad 
to move equipment on and off their operation.   
 
Currently the State of New Hampshire and the 
New Hampshire Central are upgrading 
portions of the track in the Whitefield-
Lancaster area to preserve rail service.  What 
the future holds is uncertain but it would seem 
that any rail operation in this area will require 
some measure of public support to survive, 
especially if the paper mill at Gilman does not 
re-open.  The New Hampshire Central’s other 
main business is contract car repair at their 
shop in North Stratford and storage of surplus 
rail cars on the unused track north of the shop.   
 
VI. – HISTORIC TRAFFIC VOLUMES ON 
MOUNTAIN DIVISION AND ST. 
JOHNSBURY INTERCHANGE 
A review of past traffic volumes and patterns 
provides an understanding of the relative 
significance of freight traffic on the Mountain 
Division and background to later chapters 
related to the potential of restoring the line to 
service.  This data is presented in the attached 
Appendix to this Chapter. 
 
There are three key points that emerge from 
the data and review of operations on the 
Mountain Division. 
 
1. With the exception of a paper mill at 

Gilman, Vermont; there never was 
significant on-line freight traffic on the 
Mountain Division between Portland and 
St. Johnsbury.  Discounting the paper mill, 
about 97% of traffic came to and from 
other railroads (The Canadian Pacific, St. 
Johnsbury & Lake Champlain, the Boston 
& Maine and the Grand Trunk. 
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2. The interchange at St. Johnsbury was 
always greater to the North out of St. 
Johnsbury (via the Canadian Pacific) than 
to the west via the original Portland and 
Ogdensburg envisioned route (via the St. 
Johnsbury and Lake Champlain). 

3. Freight traffic on the Mountain Division 
actually increased over time, reaching its 
peak during the last 20 years or so of its 
existence.  This was primarily “overhead” 
or “bridge” traffic between Maine and the 
mid west. 

 
Review of the tables and text in the following 
Appendix will illustrate all three of these 
points and provides some comparative data on 
the Mountain Division’s traffic in relation to 
all rail traffic in Maine.   
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2. MP  5.66  Brown Street 
This bridge consist of a 72’ long through girder on the north side and a 54’ long through girder with an 18’ 
long deck girder on the south side.  A steel bent supports the south side girders as well as the railroad floor 
system.  This unusual arrangement is necessitated by the insufficient width of the east abutment and 
consequently, lack of a bridge seat.  This bridge also has a large skew which produces uneven deflections 
between girders, albeit perhaps slight, as trains cross. 
 

 
Figure 3-7 - Brown Street, South Side 

 
Figure 3 -  Brown Street, Looking West 
 

3. MP 10.32  Mallison Falls Road 
The bridge consist of four rolled beams spaced 2.5’ apart supporting timber ties on the top  
flanges.  Given their 30” depth and flange dimensions , these beams were likely manufactured no earlier 
than 1931.  Therefore, the bridge is presumed to have been built after that time.  The paint system is intact 
with local degradation of the coating at isolated locations.  The bottom flanges of three of the beams 
exhibit slight sweeps (deformation) with multiple scrapes at midspan resulting from vehicular impacts 
due to the low underclearance. 
 

 
Figure 3-9 – South side of Bridge  

Figure 3-10 – Bridge deck, looking east.  
Tracks have been removed in this segment. 
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4. MP 12.63  Presumpscot River (Gambo Bridge) 
The 105’ long deck truss which crosses the river is an uncommon Double System Warren truss with half-
height, intermediate verticals.  The truss has riveted connections but relatively light compression 
members having inefficient properties.  A timber frame is suspended just below the bottom chord which 
butts up against each abutment.  This framework reportedly serves as a brace between the abutments to 
halt their movement toward the river.  The date of its installation and condition is not known. 

 
Figure 3-11 – Presumpscot River, looking west 
 
5. MP 18.05  Sticky River 
This short span open deck bridge consists of two riveted plate girders spaced 6.75’ apart and supporting 
ties along the top flange.  This type of bridge configuration was commonly selected during the early 1900’s 
by engineers for single spans in the 20’ to 110’ range as having the least steel weight (cost) and where 
underclearance was not an issue.  The bridge appears in generally good condition with some local section 
loss in the top gusset plates and spalling of the concrete veneer on the west abutment.  The timber bridge 
seats, however, are mostly deteriorated.  The deck needs to be replaced and the ties on the approaches are 
in poor condition and undermined.  MEDOT is planning on some repairs to the washouts around the 
approaches in the near future. 
(See photographs on following page). 
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Sticky River Bridge - MP 18.05 

  
Figure 3-11a – South side, looking west Figure 3-12 – Bridge deck, looking east 

  
Figure 3-14 – South side, looking east

Figure 3-13 – Tie undermining, west 
approach 
 
6. MP 26.04  Quaker Brook 
This open deck bridge also consists of two riveted plate girders.  The bridge is in generally good condition.  
The tall east abutment has vertical cracks and some stones have moved out-of-position.  Soil anchors may 
be required to halt further movement. 

 
 

Figure 3-16 – Looking east 
Figure 3-15 – South side, looking west  
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7. MP 29.70  Red  Brook and MP 30.39  unnamed 
Both these short span crossings consist of two groups of bundled I-beams with one bundle under each 
rail.  Each bundle is composed of a pair of rolled 15” standard I-beams spaced roughly 7” apart and 
connected together by spacers.  The timber ties are supported directly on the top flanges.  The beams rest 
on timber bridge seats, however, the condition of the timbers is unknown.  On MP 29.70, timber struts 
span between the abutments at the stream bottom presumably to halt the inward movement of the 
abutments as has been used elsewhere on other bridges.  These timbers appear to be deteriorating. 

  
Figure 3-17 – Deck 0f Bridge 30.39   Figure 3-18 – Bridge 30.39 
 
8. MP 36.32  Saco River 
This bridge is a 183’ long Warren (with verticals) through truss.  It is an open deck riveted truss with 
robust members – characteristic of trusses built in the mid-twentieth century for the heavier railroad 
loadings.  The stringers and transverse floorbeams are likewise riveted plate members.   The bridge is in 
generally good condition with light to moderate pitting, full section thicknesses and full rivet heads.  The 
concrete bridge seats exhibit occasional spalls and some of the granite stones on the abutments are 
misaligned or cracked. 
 

  
Figure 3-19, Looking west    Figure 3-20, North side, looking west 
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